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Book ReviewOh, the Places You’ll Go with Your
PhD!Career Options for Biomedical Scientists
Edited by Kaaren Janssen and Richard Sever
Cold Spring Harbor, NY, USA: Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory Press (2015).
232 pp. $45.00‘‘It’s the kind of book I wish I’d had when I
was a student!’’
Apparently, that thought prompted at
least one of the successful professionals
who wrote for Career Options for Biomed-
ical Scientists to put together a contribu-
tion. Having read the entire book, I have
to say I agree. If you’re a young, or even not
so young, scientist looking for some insight
into where a biomedical degree can lead,
you’ll find a lot to interest you here.
When Iwasa student,manymoons ago,
there was very little discussion of career
paths away from academia, and most of
my colleagues were quite surprised that
anyone would want to think about doing
anything other than run a lab. Times have
changed, and with the very clear realiza-
tion that there are many more students
and postdocs working in science than
available tenured faculty positions, out-
looks are shifting. Institutions are growing
to understand that the best way for them
to serve their graduate student and
postdoc communities is to provide sup-
port for learning about a broad range
of options and thinking about what will be
the best fit for future careers. I interview
quite a lot ofpeople in thecourseofmycur-
rent job, and I have noticed that it’s now
quite common for candidates to highlight
how information from career fairs or pre-
sentations at their institutions helped
shape their choice about what type of
work to pursue. Some institutions are
evenactively trackingoutcomes;Stanford,
for example, recently released the results
of a survey of PhD program graduates
that showedclearly thebroad rangeofpro-
fessional paths that they took after leaving
(seehttp://stanford.io/1VZBklf). A career in
academia is great in many ways, but it’s
not for everyone, and institutions,mentors,
andcolleagueswhohaven’t come to terms
with that yet are behind the curve.
Of course, one place that someone
in search of information about career
options can turn to is the Internet. There1304 Cell 163, December 3, 2015 ª2015 Elseare quite a lot of online resources de-
signed to support scientists who are
grappling with career choices, ranging
from career sites to blogs to personal ac-
counts and even to life coaches who help
PhDs with career transitions. Social me-
dia can be helpful too, and I’d encourage
anyone who is thinking about this issue to
get on Twitter and start following people
who are active about it or hashtags on
relevant topics (for example, #scicareers
and #withaphd) to learn about the types
of information that are ‘‘out there.’’ There
are also lots of opportunities online for
self-assessment and career training.
Massive online open courses (MOOCs),
for example, provide convenient free ac-
cess to training in a whole host of job-
related skills that are relevant for both
science and non-science careers. So
there’s a lot available for those who
choose to look.
But with all of that information also
comes confusion, and it’s not alwaysvier Inc.easy to find clearly laid out descriptions
of what it’s really like to pursue a particular
career andwhat the opportunities and pit-
falls might be. That’s where this book can
assist. Kaaren Janssen and Richard
Sever have gathered a series of contribu-
tions from senior professionals who work
in a broad range of careers and started
out as biomedical science PhDs—the
book is basically a very large career panel
all in one place. The 13 career areas
covered range from some that are quite
closely aligned to conventional academic
research, such as teaching at a liberal arts
college and academic administration, to
others that are considerably further afield,
including management consultancy and
working for charitable foundations.
Thechapters of thebookall haveacom-
mon format covering background and
general perspective, the types of jobs
that are available, how to get a foot in the
door, the skills required, the career track,
and the prospects for moving on to other
roles. The authors also include personal
stories about their own career progression
andhow theyendedup in the area they are
now discussing. Almost all of the chapters
end with ‘‘Ten Dos and Don’ts’’ that give
some practical tips for moving toward a
job in the area being covered.
I found the standardized structure of
the chapters very helpful, and having the
specific sections laid out meant that all
of the authors covered key points that I
think someone considering a particular
career track would want to know. All of
the chapters give a balanced mix of prac-
tical factual information, personal insight,
and advice. It would be difficult to cover
this many topics in great detail within the
context of one book, so the chapters
give more of an overview than an in-depth
discussion. In the areas I know well, I
could clearly see that there is more one
could learn from looking in greater detail
and getting some different perspectives.
But there is more than enough information
in this book to give an idea of what the
range of options would be and of how to
go about moving forward with learning
more if any of them piques interest.
From the vantage point I have now, quite
a lot of the content was not news to me,
but my 25-year-old self nearing the end
of her PhD was far less informed and
would have found much of it new, useful,
and interesting.
Not surprisingly, the tenor
and content of the different
contributions do vary. For
example, some authors
choose to focus quite strongly
on practical or academic quali-
fications, while others focus
more on ‘‘soft skills’’ or general
personal characteristics. I think
if I were reading this book to
help me decide what types of
careers to look into, I might
well appreciate a bit more
focus on the type of person or
work style that would best suit
a particular type of career. As
an illustration, I often tell people
that if they enjoy being closely
involved in one specific project
and knowing about it in greatdepth, editorial work is not for them.
Another topic that wasn’t covered directly
but that comes up a lot when I talk to stu-
dents is what I like most and least about
my job. Every job has its down sides as
well as its attractions, and while some of
them are outlined in the book chapters, a
specific question along these lines could
have helped as well.
Reading through the book, I did notice
a few common themes, some of which
continue to be good reminders throughout
almost any career. Networking featured
strongly, particularly in the chapters
relating to careers that are slightly less-
conventional choices for biomedical
PhDs. There were also several examples
of serendipity and quite a few of persever-
ance and of moving forward in a way that
was different than the path the writer had
originally anticipated. These are lessons
that are valuable for everyone and make it
worthwhile to read through all of the chap-
ters even if some are in areas that don’t
inherently seem particularly appealing.
One of my favorite features of this book
was the ‘‘Ten Dos and Don’ts’’ section atthe end of each chapter, in which the au-
thors give advice about things to do and
not do when seeking a particular type of
career. Some of the tips are quite general,
and others are fairly specific for the area
being addressed. Lifting shamelessly
from the format of the book, I thought I’d
end this piece with ten tips of my own,
covering general themes about pursuing
career options beyond bench science,
as follows:
(1) Take advantage of the resources
that you have at your institution to
get information and understand options.
Go to presentations and career fairs
when they’re offered, and think about
whether the jobs being covered sound
appealing.
(2) Think about what you enjoy doing on
a day-to-day basis and what you would
really not enjoy, and then think about
what the balance of these would be like
in the career you are considering.
(3) Look for opportunities to volunteer
for or initiate activities beyond your lab re-
sponsibilities that will build and showcase
professional skills other than benchwork.Cell 163, December 3,(4) Brush up your resume
and tailor it for the type of posi-
tion you are interested in. The
academic resume format is
not always the best fit for other
types of careers (see also
this blog post: http://www.
cell.com/crosstalk/help-your-
application-stand-out).
(5) Seek out informational in-
terviews and other networking
opportunities with people who
work in areas you are inter-
ested in. You’ll learn about
the job and build contacts
that might be useful for helping
you find a position.
(6) Keep up with current
topics and developments in
the area(s) you are pursuing;you’ll be a more attractive candidate if
you can talk intelligently about issues
beyond your current research.
(7) Do a good job where you currently
are; demonstrable productivity and effec-
tiveness will stand you in good stead for
future roles. Enthusiastic references
don’t hurt either.
(8) Don’t approach any interview with
an ‘‘I need to get out of academia’’ atti-
tude; employers are looking for moti-
vated people with positive reasons for
wanting to take a job, and negativity
shows.
(9) Be prepared to move quickly to a
new role. Academic transitions often take
many months, but other employers—
especially businesses—are looking for
people to start ASAP, and you need
to be able to do that to be competitive.
(10) Be open-minded! Reading through
this book will show you quite clearly that
some of the most fulfilling careers come
from directions that weren’t part of some-
one’s original mapped-out plan. If you
keep your eyes and ears open, you may
find yourself pleasantly surprised.Deborah Sweet1,*
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